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INTRODUCTION

Yasar Kemal, a leading figure of modern Turkish literature, was a renowned
bard in his native southern Anatolian Cukurova. In the late 1930s, he wan-
dered from village to village, singing his ballads to peasants. During these vis-
its, he also listened to villagers’ songs and collected laments and ballads from
them. The laments about World War I surprised him the most: they told of
conscripted boys, widowed brides, orphaned children, dissolved families, unat-
tended fields, and destroyed lives. Taken together, they recounted the experi-
ences of the Ottoman people who had been embroiled in a long and dreadful
conflict. Kemal was astonished by both the multitude and ubiquity of these
accounts. More than two decades had passed since the war’s end, yet in every
village he visited he heard women’s laments about it.*

Folklorists, teachers, local intellectuals, and amateur researchers have col-
lected similar accounts of the traumatic experiences of World War I from vari-
ous communities of the former Ottoman Empire.> These songs and laments
provide an invaluable glimpse into a society at war, illuminating how the Ot-
tomans experienced, perceived, and remembered the conflict. Most important,
they offer alternative narratives to official renderings of the war, which empha-
sized its political, military, and religious meanings. War is described in these
accounts as carnage that includes blood, tears, fear, pain, and sorrow, but not
heroism and pride. One of them poignantly addresses the sultan:

Toplarin giillesi ne yaman geldi. How frightfully came the cannonballs.

Kapandi kulaklar, hep sagir oldu. Ears closed, all went deaf.
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Govdeler yarali, gomlek kan doldu. Bodies wounded, shirts covered in blood.

Askerin kanini gor padisahim!? See the soldier’s blood, O my Sultan!

The war is viewed in these songs and laments through the prism of the family
and the individual, rather than that of empire and religion. They condemn the
war as a disaster that left behind hundreds of thousands of widows and or-
phans. The suffering and bereavement of families torn apart are at the forefront:

Anan duyar bacin aglar. Your mother listens, your sister cries.
Ak gelinler karalar baglar. White-clad brides don black.

Hep kapandi biiyiik evler All the big houses are shut.

Kald1 koca kartyman.+ Only old folk remain.

Inspired by the poignancy of these accounts, this book explores the wartime
experiences that left such deep and painful marks on the collective memory
of the Ottoman people. It offers a broad view of how the Great War affected
Ottoman society, tracing the new socioeconomic and cultural realities that
the war created in the form of mass conscription, a state-controlled economy,
widespread shortages, population movements, ethnic cleansing, and death. It
examines how the Ottomans interpreted, wrestled with, and adapted to these
new wartime realities. In short, this book tells the story of a society caught up
in “the seminal catastrophe of the twentieth century””s

The Ottomans’ Great War
World War I spanned four years, from 29 October 1914 to 30 October 1918,
for the Ottoman Empire. The hope of regaining the territories lost in the previ-
ous decades and achieving full economic and political independence brought
the Ottomans into the war. More important, the realization by the Unionists
(members of the ruling Committee of Union and Progress, CUP) that the war
would eventually extend to the Ottoman Empire, and that the empire could
not survive such a massive conflict on its own, drove them into a search for an
alliance with one of the power blocs in Europe.® The CUP government signed
a secret alliance treaty with Germany on 2 August 1914, and that same day
declared general mobilization. After three months of armed neutrality, the Ot-
tomans entered the war on the side of the Central Powers.

Over the next four years, the Ottomans would fight a multi-front war
against the Entente. They confronted the Russians in the Caucasus and eastern
Anatolia; engaged with British imperial and French forces at the Dardanelles;
fought the British in Mesopotamia, Palestine, and the Suez Canal zone; and
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conducted military operations in Persia. Ottoman troops also saw combat in
the European theaters of war, supporting the empire’s wartime allies against
their adversaries in Galicia, Macedonia, and Romania. To the surprise of both
its allies and its enemies, the Ottoman army proved to be more resilient than
many had expected. Although its size and strength diminished significantly
over the four years of fighting due to both high casualty and desertion rates, the
imperial army remained at war until the final month of World War I. Through-
out the war, Ottoman forces tied down large enemy contingents in the Middle
East, diverting them from European theaters of the conflict. The Ottomans also
fought successful battles and scored remarkable victories, such as the defense of
the Dardanelles in 1915 and the siege at Kut-al-Amara, south of Baghdad, and
surrender of a 13,000-strong British Indian division in 1916. These victories,
however, were not enough to win the war.”

World War I took a heavy toll on the Ottomans in terms of human and ma-
terial losses. At the beginning of the Great War, the population of the Ottoman
Empire was estimated to be around 19 million in its core provinces. Out of the
2.9 million civilians mobilized into the armed forces, the empire would suf-
fer some 750,000 fatalities from combat and disease by the war’s end. Another
750,000 soldiers were wounded, and some 250,000 ended up in foreign captiv-
ity.* This gigantic loss of human capital had enormous social, economic, and
demographic consequences for the home front population, as well as for the
states established in the region following the demise of the Ottoman Empire.
Even a decade after the war had ended, in some former provinces of the empire
over 30 percent of adult women were widows.?

World War I required the most comprehensive mobilization of men and
resources in the long history of the empire. Mobilizing such a massive army
and keeping it on the battlefields for four long years was not an easy task for the
Ottomans. Fighting against militarily and economically more advanced adver-
saries compelled the CUP government to adopt a series of wartime policies that
would lead to dramatic changes in the way the Ottoman state functioned. To
enable it to fight the war effectively over such a long period of time and across
such a broad geographic expanse, these policies extended the state’s capacity
of intervention into the distant corners of the empire to extract men and re-
sources to a degree never seen before.

The war thus intensified the interaction between the Ottoman state and
its citizens, a process that had already been under way since at least the mid-
nineteenth century due to the empire’s centralizing reforms. The war, however,
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created new forms of interaction, affecting an even larger swath of society.
More Ottoman subjects than ever before now came into continuous contact
with the government, its policies, its representatives, and its discourses. Agents
of the Ottoman state made demands on its people with increasing frequency
and intensity, whether in the form of a draft through a progressively tighter
and ever-expanding net of conscription, the requisitioning of grain and other
possessions, the impressment of farm animals into military service, the com-
pulsory procurement of agricultural products at low prices and with paper cur-
rency, the involuntary billeting of troops at private homes, forced employment
in transportation, agriculture, and construction, or deportation and forced re-
location. And these encounters usually entailed coercion and outright physical
violence. Few aspects of Ottoman subjects’ lives remained untouched by the
war. Along with defeats on the battlefield, it was the destructiveness of these
wartime policies and encounters that led to the disintegration of the empire.

War, Civilians, and the State
World War I has been called a “total” war—but this is a contentious and elusive
concept for historians.'® Rather than offering an all-embracing, clear-cut defi-
nition, recent literature emphasizes several key factors that contributed to the
growing “totality” of warfare between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth
centuries."* First, due to industrial and technological advancements, the deadli-
ness of wars increased exponentially. Second, the scope of war aims expanded.
Limited goals, such as territorial gains, came to be regarded as insufficient, with
the complete destruction of the enemy becoming the only acceptable outcome
for the belligerents. Third, the line separating combatants from noncomba-
tants blurred, as civilians became legitimate targets through strategic bombing
campaigns, naval blockades, and other wartime measures. Simultaneously, the
involvement of civilians became politically, economically, and ideologically es-
sential for the belligerents to sustain their war efforts. Warring governments
called upon the increasingly predominant sentiments of nationalism to mo-
bilize their populations and to secure their contributions to the war effort.
Fourth, wars during this period also became more global in scope, involving
more belligerents who fought simultaneously in different theaters of conflict
and in coalitions. Considering all these dynamics, World War I was unprec-
edented with respect to previous conflicts.’

As a belligerent of the Great War, the Ottoman Empire suffered from the
dramatically heightened level of lethality and expanded scope of war. Fight-
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ing a multi-front war and contending with multiple enemies at once placed
an enormous burden on the empire’s human and material resources. Casualty
rates on the battlefields surpassed anything that had occurred before. Naval
bombardments by the Entente Powers frequently targeted the empire’s coastal
towns and civilian vessels, instilling continuous fear in the home-front popu-
lation. Aerial strategic bombing, especially in the second half of the war, had
a considerably unsettling psychological effect on the empire’s urban centers,
including its capital city, Istanbul. More critical for the Ottomans, the blockade
of the Straits (the Dardanelles and the Bosporus) and the empire’s coasts dis-
rupted established patterns of economic and social life and signaled the erosion
of the boundary between combatants and noncombatants. The blockade fig-
ured prominently in the wartime suffering of the empire’s people, most notably
in the great famine in Syria between 1915 and 1918.%3

The Unionists were not passive observers of the colossal changes taking
place in the conduct of warfare. They actively sought to adapt to the new and
shifting circumstances they found themselves in, striving to overcome the so-
cioeconomic and military challenges that beset the empire. This process in turn
contributed to the growing totalization of war for the Ottoman people. Four
interrelated factors influenced the CUP governments’ policies and played a
prominent role in shaping the wartime experience: the empire’s infrastructural
deficiencies, which curtailed its ability to wage a full-scale modern war; its lack
of access to global resources and the exigency of having to fight the war within
its borders; its recent, disastrous war experience immediately predating World
War I; and, finally, the Unionists’ perception of the war as an opportunity to
redesign the empire demographically. The interweaving of these four factors
rendered the Ottoman experience of World War I not only different from that
of the empire’s previous wars, but also considerably distinct from the experi-
ences of other World War I belligerents.

Totalizing tendencies in World War I and the wartime transformation and
expansion of state apparatuses were not unique to the Ottoman Empire; all of
the belligerents experienced them in one way or another.** What makes the
Ottoman case so interesting and important for comparison is the empire’s lack
of the necessary “infrastructure” for such a wartime transformation.’> The Ot-
toman political and military elites tried to conduct this first truly industrial
war of history without a significant industrial base, effective transportation
network, sound financial structure, developed agricultural economy, or exten-
sive demographic resources. Of all the Great War’s belligerents, the Ottoman
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Empire was among the least prepared to engage in such a massive conflict. The
absence or inadequacy of these key components of modern warfare did not,
however, mean that the war’s impact on Ottoman society would be less than
totalizing.** On the contrary, the Unionists’ determination to enhance the em-
pire’s war-making capacity coupled with the difficulty of realizing this goal with
the readily available human and material resources led to excessively coercive
policies. More than in any previous Ottoman war, the success of the imperial
army on the battlefields came to depend upon obtaining resources from the
home front.

The Unionists’ decision to persist with fighting the war despite the empire’s
infrastructural deficiencies had far-reaching consequences for its citizens, in-
cluding the ones who were not directly engaged in the fighting. Measures in
two particular areas, soldiering and provisioning, constituted the backbone of
the CUP’s wartime policies. The Unionists correctly perceived the regulation
of these two areas to be of critical importance in harnessing the empire’s re-
sources toward the war effort and therefore to sustaining the war. As the con-
flict swallowed up the empire’s human, animal, and material resources, military
and civilian authorities were compelled to seek new and increasingly aggres-
sive ways of extracting those resources from Ottoman society. Serious man-
power shortages led to the imposition of conscription on ever-younger and
-older sections of the empire’s male population as well as on groups that had
previously been exempt from service. In provisioning, policies were directed
towards creating a more intrusive and centralized structure, which culminated
in the army’s complete takeover of the provisioning system. Both sets of poli-
cies caused significant dislocation and proved devastating to the majority of the
Ottoman population.

These policies, however, did not run a straight and unbroken course, nor
did they go unchallenged. Constraints of various kinds affected their imple-
mentation and hampered their efficiency. For instance, operating under various
circumstances and facing distinct challenges, different levels of the bureau-
cracy did not always cooperate with one another. Similarly, relations between
military and civilian authorities, which were fraught with tension, often led
to serious disagreements and scrambles over scarce resources. Furthermore,
the effectiveness of the Unionists’ wartime policies was also limited by their
inherent contradictions. Conscription, for instance, usually meant depriving
the provisioning system of much-needed labor. Last but not least, these policies
also met with resistance from ordinary Ottoman citizens themselves. When
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state officials tried to intervene in daily civilian life and implement the govern-
ment’s policies, ordinary Ottomans contended with the state by playing differ-
ent levels of government against one another, resisting regulations, and seeking
both legal and illegal ways to evade the obligations imposed upon them.

The second factor that increased the war’s totalizing impact on the Otto-
mans was the empire’s inability to acquire the necessary resources to sustain
the war effort from outside its borders. The Entente’s access to colonies, domin-
ions, and overseas markets that could replenish depleted ranks and material re-
sources gave it a significant advantage over the Central Powers.”” Anglo-French
naval superiority enabled the deployment of hundreds of thousands of imperial
troops from Australia, New Zealand, India, and North and West Africa in vari-
ous theaters of war, including Mesopotamia, Palestine, and the Dardanelles.
Hundreds of thousands of laborers from China, Vietnam, India, and African
colonies were similarly employed by the British and French armies behind
the lines.*® At the same time, the Entente imposed increasingly rigorous naval
blockades to isolate the Central Powers from overseas trade and undermined
their access to international financial markets. Both policies had a devastat-
ing impact on the Ottoman population. To be sure, the Ottomans benefited
from a wartime alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary, which provided
financial, military, technical aid to the empire.” For human and other material
resources, however, they had to rely entirely on the people and resources of the
empire itself.

The Ottomans did not benefit from the territories they occupied either. The
bulk of their fighting took place within the boundaries of their own empire,
with the imperial army facing multiple enemies on Ottoman lands. There were
two exceptions to this. In February 1918, Ottoman forces crossed the line of
the armistice signed with Russia in the aftermath of the Bolshevik Revolution
and occupied parts of Caucasia, including the important oil center of Baku.>
Similarly, at several points throughout the war, Ottoman troops conducted
military operations in Persia, fighting British and Russian forces and occupying
strategic territories there. Nevertheless, in both instances, the scope of the oc-
cupation was limited and the duration was short. The empire derived few eco-
nomic and political benefits from its “occupation regimes,” which might have
mitigated the strains on Ottoman society at the expense of those people living
under occupation.*

Not only were the Unionists’ expansionist dreams never realized, but the
Ottomans saw significant portions of their own lands come under enemy con-
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trol. From early 1916 onwards, the Russian army occupied large swathes of
eastern Anatolia. In Mesopotamia, British imperial forces advanced slowly
northwards, despite several major setbacks, such as the siege of Kut-al-Amara,
and managed to capture the fertile lands of lower Mesopotamia, including
Baghdad, by mid-1917. In Palestine, the British advance was slower yet steady.
By the end of 1917, British forces were in control of southern Palestine, includ-
ing the symbolically important city of Jerusalem. Thus, during the second half
of the war, the Ottomans found it increasingly difficult to extract human and
material resources from the empire’s shrinking holdings.

The third factor that influenced the Ottoman experience of World War I
was the profound impact the recent and tragic Balkan War experiences had
on the Unionists’ psyche and policies. Throughout the Second Constitutional
Period (1908-1918), the Ottoman Empire had faced constant wars and internal
rebellions with only brief intervals of peace and tranquility. While provincial
revolts in Albania, Syria, and the Yemen between 1910 and 1912 had sapped
the empire’s military energy, its war with the Italians in 1911 resulted in the
loss of the last Ottoman provinces in Africa. None of these events, however,
proved to be as disastrous for the Ottomans as the Balkan Wars of 1912-13.
The abrupt and humiliating defeat at the hands of four smaller Balkan states
forced the Porte to relinquish most of its territories in Europe. Still, the Balkan
Wars were much smaller in scope and shorter in duration than World War I,
and they paled in comparison to its deadliness. Nonetheless, the loss of these
provinces, which had been under Ottoman rule for centuries, had profound re-
percussions for Ottoman politics, society, and culture.?* The intrusiveness that
characterized the Unionists’ Great War policies owed a great deal to this previ-
ous military experience.

The Balkan Wars had two major formative influences on the Unionists. First,
their unexpected defeat in the First Balkan War revealed the changing nature of
warfare and allowed them to draw important lessons from it. The Balkan Wars, as
the historian Richard Hall has observed, “introduced an age of modern warfare,
encompassing mass armies, machines, and entire civilian populations” The
Unionists felt the burning urgency of the need to adapt to these new circum-
stances. More critically, however, the Ottoman experience of the Balkan Wars
showed how the need for imperial strength was defeated by the inadequacy of the
means available to achieve it. This realization was the major stimulant to military
reforms as well as to the reshaping of Ottoman politics and civil society, which
prepared the empire to withstand the ordeal of the Great War.



INTRODUCTION 9

Second, raising the specter of imperial collapse, the Balkan Wars led the
Unionists to view the future in apocalyptic terms. More than ever, war for them
became a question of life or death, as another defeat would certainly spell the
end of the empire. The Unionists were thus plagued by the fear that the next
war would again catch them unprepared. These concerns would guide their
wartime policies over the next four years. When they declared the military mo-
bilization in August 1914, the Unionists were determined to rally all available
resources to the war effort and eliminate any threats, real or perceived, to the
survival of the empire. While this determination enhanced the empire’s war-
making capacity, it also contributed to the totalization of the conflict for the Ot-
toman people. As the setbacks over the course of the war deepened their sense
of urgency, the Unionists did not hesitate to push Ottoman society beyond the
“limits of the possible” For millions of Ottomans throughout the empire, “lim-
its of the possible” meant losing their only breadwinner in the household, their
only farm animal, and their last scrap of grain. By the end of the war, virtually
every family, village, and neighborhood would be touched by its terrible effects.

The fourth and final factor that enhanced the war’s totalizing impact on
the Ottoman people was the Unionist policies of reshaping the empire’s social
structure and economy. During World War I, the CUP government engaged
in a process of demographically redesigning Ottoman society through various
means, ranging from assimilation to annihilation. In addition to soldiering
and provisioning, demographic engineering thus became another major set of
policies that ensured thorough and frequent intrusion into people’s lives. The
forced deportation and resettlement of Ottoman Armenians is the best-known
of these demographic engineering policies.

Fearing that the Armenians living in Ottoman territories might collaborate
with the Russian enemy and organize a rebellion that would jeopardize the Ot-
toman war effort, the government in 1915 decided to deport them to the prov-
inces of Der Zor and Mosul. The deportations, which were carried out in an
extremely brutal manner, swept up Armenians from all regions of the empire,
even those who lived far from the war zone in eastern Anatolia, and from all
walks of life. Tens of thousands of deported civilians were slaughtered on their
march by tribal units, Kurdish and Turkish irregulars, and armed gangs. Under
the extremely harsh weather and road conditions, many of them died from
starvation and exhaustion before reaching their final destinations. The proper-
ties of deported Armenians were confiscated by the government and auctioned
off, a process by which the wealth that had been accumulated by Armenians
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was transferred to Muslims. Without any doubt, the Armenians were subject to
the utmost cruelty during the war, which led to the virtual disappearance of a
population with one of the longest histories in the region and the near destruc-
tion of their tangible and intangible heritage.

The war had provided the sociopolitical and military context in which the
CUP government could execute its large-scale demographic engineering proj-
ects. This, however, does not mean that the Unionists were waiting for an op-
portune moment to realize their long-planned dream of creating an ethnically
homogeneous Turkish nation-state out of a multi-ethnic empire, and that World
War I presented them with such a historic opportunity. In the early months of
the conflict, the army and the government first resorted to limited security mea-
sures to eliminate perceived threats to the empire’s war effort. In its initial phase,
the Unionists’ treatment of Armenians resembled other belligerents’ treatment of
their own “domestic others” These policies, which originated from the concern
that ethnic others might sympathize and collaborate with the enemy and engage
in treacherous activities, reflected “the historic shift in the nature of warfare be-
tween the French Revolution and World War I from war between small profes-
sional armies to war between mobilized nations, in which some ethnic groups
were defined as the nation while others were stigmatized as the ‘enemy within.”2s
After a certain point, however, the Unionists’ objectives transcended the origi-
nal limited goals and became more comprehensive in scope, total in intent, and
future-oriented in outlook. In this regard, the destructiveness of the Unionists’
demographic engineering policies distinguished the Ottomans’ wartime expe-
rience from that of many other belligerents.® The disaster that befell Ottoman
Armenians was particularly unmatched in its extent and lethality.

Legitimacy Deficit

By the end of World War I, having lost millions of its former subjects and most
of its Arab provinces, the Ottoman Empire had been reduced to Anatolia.
More important, perhaps, the social capital of the region had been depleted
by military casualties, ethnic cleansing, population movements, epidemics,
and hunger. Defeats on the battlefield and harsh and intrusive wartime policies
had completely discredited the Unionist regime in the eyes of most Ottoman
subjects. For many, however, it was not only the Unionists who had lost their
legitimacy. The war also delegitimized the whole idea of empire in ways that
prepared various ethno-religious communities for new political projects that
would aspire to be everything that the empire had not been.
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From the very beginning, the Unionists had fought an uphill battle to justify
the empire’s war effort to the Ottoman people. The disastrous defeat in the First
Balkan War had brought about widespread war-weariness and a general de-
cline in morale, while evoking deep concerns about the imperial army’s fight-
ing capacity. Ottomans from all walks of life and ethno-religious backgrounds
thus met the declaration of mobilization in August 1914 with a deep sense of
apprehension. Unprecedented levels of conscription, which covered groups
that had previously been exempt, ruthless requisitioning, and the imposition of
a harsh martial law exacerbated those feelings even further. The CUP govern-
ment attempted to dispel people’s anxiety and win their consent by portraying
the empire as the victim of Entente aggression, casting the mobilization and
war as defensive efforts. In the face of violent and unjust attacks, as the official
rhetoric proclaimed, the government found itself in a position of defending the
empire’s honor, borders, and official religion. All Ottoman subjects, regardless
of their social class, age, and gender, were now under the obligation to share in
the sacrifice and contribute to the war effort.

As the war continued, the heavy-handed execution of wartime policies, the
material and emotional damages they generated, and the government’s inabil-
ity to alleviate the war’s impact deepened the Unionists’ crisis of legitimacy.
With battlefield casualties mounting, inflation skyrocketing, the value of Otto-
man paper currency plummeting, agricultural production declining, and food
shortages becoming widespread, people throughout the empire grew increas-
ingly disillusioned and alienated from the state. Determined to continue the
war, however, the government and the army persisted with their draconian pol-
icies, adopting an even more intrusive position in the face of looming defeat, a
contracting pool of resources, and an increasingly uncooperative population.
Although the prolongation of the conflict and persistence of the regime’s ex-
traction policies required popular consent, the Unionists failed to secure it. The
solutions they adopted fell short of persuading people to accept the material
and emotional sacrifices they incurred.

This lack of popular consent is perhaps most apparent in the large number
of soldiers who eventually refused to fight. Especially in the last two years of
the war, desertion rates soared and the imperial army gradually melted away.>
An increasingly large number of soldiers came to interpret the war through the
prism of the individual and the family rather than in terms of empire and reli-
gion. The hardships and deprivation the troops suffered and concern for family
at home drained the ordinary soldier’s will and motivated him to desert, while
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on the home front, civilians became increasingly resistant to official wartime
policies and refused to make further sacrifices. People came to see the war as an
unnecessary, if not reckless, adventure launched without their consent by an ir-
responsible cadre of politicians. In tandem with deteriorating social conditions,
the increasing encroachment of the state apparatus on people’s lives strained
the legitimacy of the Ottoman state and intensified pressure on the government
and military command. This loss of legitimacy presented a sharp challenge to
the state’s authority and capacity to maintain social and cultural integration.

The war thus delegitimized the whole Ottoman order in the eyes of many
of the empire’s subjects. In this sense, the wartime experience was the final nail
in the coffin of Ottomanism, an ideological and political direction adopted by
the Unionists to maintain the integrity of the empire’s various ethno-religious
communities. Following an initial period of euphoria and enthusiasm in the
aftermath of the Constitutional Revolution of 1908, hopes generated by the
Unionists” promises of equality, justice, and brotherhood among all ethno-
religious communities were dashed after 1909.2® Initial optimism was gradually
replaced by fear and distrust of the Unionists. The experiences of the Balkan
Wars and the CUP’s increasingly antagonistic stance towards non-Muslim Ot-
tomans dealt another blow to Ottomanism. Yet, despite their strained relations
with the Unionists, both Muslim and non-Muslim minorities continued to
imagine themselves as part of the Ottoman Empire, seeking to achieve varying
degrees of autonomy within the broader Ottoman framework.

World War I marked the end of these endeavors and destroyed the founda-
tions of intercommunal coexistence. The wartime policies adopted by the CUP
government and the wartime encounters stemming from these policies irre-
trievably alienated the empire’s non-Muslim and non-Turkish minorities from
the very idea of the empire. Their wartime experiences did not turn members
of these minorities into die-hard nationalists overnight. But they made them
exceedingly receptive to alternative political formulations outside of the Otto-
man framework. In this sense, the war accelerated “the ongoing process of the
definition of modern national identit[ies].”** Separatist tendencies, which until
the war had been embraced only by small, marginal groups within these com-
munities, became more popular and influential. The new international context
that had emerged in the war’s aftermath and greater emphasis on the right of
self-determination lent strong impetus to these tendencies.*

The strains of war and the destructiveness of the Unionists’ wartime poli-
cies also challenged the Ottoman Turks moral and emotional bonds with the
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empire. Many Ottoman Turks came to see the state again through the prism of
the individual and the family. It sent their sons, husbands, and fathers to fight
in far-off provinces and foreign countries, requisitioned their meager harvests,
and in many cases impressed their only farm animal into army service. And
yet, it did not extend help when they needed it most. Although this widespread
discontent did not evolve into a revolutionary movement, the situation on the
ground was exceptionally fragile in the six months between the end of World
War Iin October 1918 and the landing of Greek forces in Smyrna/Izmir in May
1919. Only the return of surviving Armenians with the backing of the Entente
Powers, the Greek occupation of western Anatolia, and the French occupation
of southern Anatolia would persuade them to acquiesce to another mobiliza-
tion, this time for the Turkish War of Independence.

%

In 1940, an elderly peasant from Sarikamis, [hsan Day1, made an unexpected
observation in his interview with an ethnographer: despite the general increase
in their wealth over the previous decades, people in his village were discon-
tented with their lives. For those expecting him to cite a contemporary source
for this discontent, the interviewee’s answer must have been quite surprising:
“The Great War spoiled things for everyone. For four years, people suffered a
lot of misery. Now, they cannot forget it, no matter how hard they try. Before
the war, our weddings would last all week. Since the war, weddings have lost all
their joy”3* Even after more than two decades, memories of World War I still
haunted people who had lived through that period. [hsan Dayr’s fellow villagers
were certainly not alone in how they felt. This book is an attempt to understand
the wartime experiences that left such deep and unhealed scars.
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FROM THE BALKAN WARS
TO THE GREAT WAR

On 12 November 1912, in a rare, emotional entry in his colossal diary, Cavid
Bey described his feelings about the fall of Salonika, the birthplace of the
Young Turk Revolution, to Greek forces three days earlier: “Between sleeping
and waking I think of Greek and Bulgarian flags flying over the harbor of Sa-
lonika. I want to believe that this is a vision; I cannot consider it as a matter of
fact. Is this the reason we strove to save this country from the foreigners’ yoke?
Did we launch the constitutional regime [megsrutiyet] to attain this conclusion?
Where did the megsrutiyet, instituted to save Rumelia [i.e., European provinces
of the empire, which prior to the war included Epirus, Thrace, and Macedo-
nia], deliver us in the hands of the greedy and the betrayers? A Turkey without
Rumelia, an Ottoman government without Salonika. How unbelievable and
unbearable!”™ The pain that this leading Unionist politician poured into the
pages of his diary was not solely felt by him. The humiliating defeat during the
First Balkan War and the subsequent loss of most of the empire’s remaining
Balkan provinces deeply shocked the Ottoman political elite and traumatized
Ottoman society. That all this took place in a remarkably short span of time
only deepened the agony, which had no parallel in the empire’s modern history.

Historians have long noted the importance of the Balkan Wars as a harbin-
ger of the general conflagration that would occur a year later. Against the his-
torical background of the events surrounding the Balkan War crisis, political
and military tensions built up in Europe, which would soon erupt in worldwide
conflict.> Beyond their broad international repercussions, however, the Balkan
Wars also had a strong formative influence on participating nations. The wars’
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outcomes affected dramatic shifts in belligerent countries’ political, social, and
cultural landscapes, while wartime experiences triggered new concerns and
deepened already existing prejudices. How belligerent societies and their po-
litical elites perceived the Balkan War crisis and responded to it would have a
profound impact on these societies’ experience of World War I. The Ottoman
Empire was no exception.

Vanquished at the hands of four small neighboring states, the Ottomans
were gripped by an overwhelming sense of existential crisis, leading to an ex-
tensive, heated debate about the possible causes of the disaster that had befallen
the empire. This process of self-questioning did not remain confined to mili-
tary matters. The Ottoman army’s defeat highlighted broader sociopolitical and
cultural issues and precipitated an all-encompassing search for a new type of
society.? The questions raised and the answers arrived at in this process would
be crucial in shaping Ottoman policies during World War L.

The Balkan War experiences evoked a dramatically heightened sense of vul-
nerability among the Unionists, which stemmed from three closely interrelated
sources. First, the Unionists emerged out of the war with a deep conviction
that the empire’s defeat was rooted in overall political and military weaknesses.
Partial and palliative measures implemented since the beginning of the Con-
stitutional Revolution had been unable to ward off the disaster. Second, the
war revealed plainly and forcefully that the empire had been pushed into dip-
lomatic isolation by the European powers. At critical moments during the war,
they favored the Balkan allies’ claims and left the Porte to contend for itself.
In the Unionists’ minds, there was little reason to believe that things would
be different in coming years. They believed that in a future crisis they should
be able to count on the empire’s own strength first and foremost. Third, the
Unionists were convinced that the first two conditions generated a discern-
ibly enhanced political energy among the empire’s Muslim and non-Muslim
minorities, encouraging decentralizing tendencies. In the highly emotional cli-
mate of the Balkan Wars’ aftermath, these three sources of vulnerability became
inseparably fused in the Unionists’ minds and bred a deep sense of urgency. If
the empire was to be preserved, sweeping measures would have to be put in
place to mitigate these vulnerabilities. The very survival of the empire would
depend on the Unionists’ performance in implementing those measures. Those
measures and policies, however, would have far-reaching implications for the
Ottoman people’s relationship with the state.



FROM THE BALKAN WARS TO THE GREAT WAR 17

The Ottoman Defeat in Detail
The First Balkan War began on 8 October 1912, with Montenegro’s declara-
tion of war on the Ottoman Empire. Within a couple of days, Bulgaria, Greece,
and Serbia joined Montenegro and declared war on the Ottomans. The quick
turn of events had caught the Porte underprepared. Merely two weeks after
the declaration of mobilization, the Ottoman army had to enter the war. The
Balkan armies” advance through Ottoman territories was swift and devastat-
ing. By the time of the ceasefire on 3 December 1912, the Ottoman army had
withdrawn to the Catalca Line, only forty kilometers from the empire’s capital,
Istanbul/Constantinople, lost almost all of its provinces in Europe, and surren-
dered thousands of soldiers and tons of military matériel. Three fortified cities,
Yanya/loannina, Iskodra/Scutari/Shkodér, and Edirne/Adrianople, continued
to be defended under difficult conditions. The Ottoman army’s performance in
this first phase of the war was horrendous. Strategic blunders, logistical mal-
functions, failure of the supply and sanitary systems, lack of general coordi-
nation, widespread disorder, poor weather conditions, and the low quality of
manpower all contributed to the army’s collapse.* Pitched against more capable
and better-motivated forces, Ottoman troops panicked and fled in the face of
the looming defeat. A young Arab Ottoman officer, Jafar al-Askari, described
the situation as such: “When finally the army halted to camp two or three miles
from Kirk-Kilisse [Kirklareli in eastern Thrace], a doom-stricken scene like the
Day of Judgment lay all around: soldiers shivering from the bitter cold, ani-
mals mired in mud—the beasts hauling the artillery were wallowing and stum-
bling chest-deep in it—and men crying out for their units like lambs bleating
for their mothers”s “It would take an [Emile] Zola to describe” the Ottoman
troops’ traumatic rout, another contemporary wrote.®

Two months of prolonged negotiations in London did not yield an agree-
ment between the fighting parties, and hostilities resumed on 3 February 1913.
This second phase of the conflict lasted until mid-April. Ottoman Rumelia’s
three fortress cities fell, but the imperial army held the Catalca Line. The fall to
the Bulgarians of Edirne, the empire’s second capital, was a particularly stagger-
ing blow to the Unionists, who had just come to power in a coup détat in Janu-
ary 1913. Pressure from the Great Powers and the specter of losing Istanbul
compelled the CUP government to sign the Treaty of London on 30 May 1913,
which officially ended the First Balkan War. The treaty terms stipulated the sur-
render of all Ottoman provinces in Europe to the west of the Enos-Midia line,
including Edirne. The allies’ victory was complete and resounding. Reflecting
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the agony and anger overwhelming Unionists and non-Unionists alike, Baban-
zade Ismail Hakki declared in an editorial in the Unionist daily Tanin that there
had been no disaster in Ottoman history even remotely comparable to the re-
cent cataclysm: “Never have the Ottomans and Muslims been subjected to such
disgrace, massacres, and cruelties” He proposed that May 3oth henceforth be a
day of mourning, writing: “Had our religion permitted it, I would have begged
for a law that would oblige all Ottomans to dress in black. . . . We will carry that
blackness in our hearts until the day we get our revenge.””

An unexpected opportunity for revenge in fact presented itself within a few
weeks’ time. Disputing over the territories they had won, the victors of the First
Balkan War, formerly united by their hostility to the empire, now embarked
on the bloody struggle among themselves that would come to be known as
the Second Balkan War. Seizing the opportunity presented by Bulgaria’s preoc-
cupation with its erstwhile allies, the Ottoman forces staged a surprise attack,
recapturing Edirne and most of eastern Thrace. These gains partially restored
the CUP’s much tarnished prestige and injected a degree of self-confidence into
its leadership.

Nevertheless, the overall price that the Ottomans had to pay was staggering.
The empire’s humiliating defeat forced the government to relinquish most of its
territory in Europe, home to nearly four million inhabitants. It also precipitated
the migration of hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees, under deplorable
conditions, from their homes in the Balkans to Anatolia and other Ottoman
provinces. The areas where battles were fought, particularly in Thrace, were
almost totally devastated. The war also exacted a heavy toll on the Ottoman
army; of 340,000 soldiers, at least 50,000 died in battle and 75,000 died from
disease. An additional 100,000 men were wounded, while 115,000 ended up
in captivity.® The war also depleted the army’s stocks of weapons, ammuni-
tion, artillery, equipment, and animals. A list of surrendered items prepared
by Mahmut Sevket Pasha, the grand vizier of the post-coup regime, included
500,000 rifles, 700 pieces of artillery, 20,000 horses, 40,000 other draft animals,
30,000 tents, and 100,000 uniforms, worth a total of more than 15 million lira.°
The overall cost of the war put enormous pressure on the already frail Ottoman
fiscal structure and added considerably to the empire’s indebtedness.

The discrepancy between the unrealistically heightened popular expecta-
tions of victory and the imperial army’s deplorable performance on the battle-
field aggravated the shock of defeat. The Ottoman press almost unanimously
greeted the coming of the war with excitement. The Unionist daily Tanin was
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not alone when it wrote that in the face of the approaching war, “a joy and
enthusiasm that had not been seen for years suffused the streets of Istanbul.*°
Public opinion in the empire perceived the Balkan allies’ challenge to Ottoman
authority and demands for greater autonomy as scandalous and unacceptable.
Irrespective of political opinion, everyone was equally outraged by the Balkan
nations’ impertinence, and calls to teach them a lesson abounded. Exaspera-
tion and anger were voiced not only in the newspapers but also in the streets.
Reporting on a massive pro-war rally in Sultanahmet square, Tanin wrote that
thousands of participants chanted, “Long live the nation; long live the war.*?

Excitement about the war was accompanied by a gross underestimation of
the enemy. People from all walks of life expected that the imperial army would
easily triumph over its Balkan enemies. Newspapers voiced utterly unrealis-
tic ambitions of capturing Sofia, Belgrade, and Athens in a short span of time
and without much resistance. An observer noted that Bulgarians were mocked
with the term “milkman” (sit¢ii), alluding to a common occupation among
them.*s In addition to entrenched derogatory perceptions, what helped foster
the sense of Ottoman superiority was a deeply felt yet misguided conviction
that the Ottoman army was much better prepared for a war than its adversaries.
The confidence in the army’s invincibility and its fighting prowess was particu-
larly remarkable in the Unionist press, but could also be found in non-Unionist
journals and newspapers. For instance, a cartoon published by a major satirical
magazine, Cem, showed Nazim Pasha, the commander in chief of the army,
leaning over a ticket counter conversing with the seller:

—T’ll be traveling to Sofia, Belgrade, [Montenegro’s historic capital] Cetinje,
[and] Athens. I want to buy a ticket.

—Are you alone?

—No, me and my guys, for now, 700,000-800,000 of them.**

This misapprehension mostly arose from the transformation that the army un-
derwent under the Unionists in the first three years after the Constitutional
Revolution. “At no time in the past few centuries has [the empire] had a more
perfect army with regards to military equipment, munitions, science, prepara-
tion, and combat . . . . [and Ottoman troops] have never fought under more
suitable conditions,” Cenin asserted at the start of the war.’> Many ordinary
people apparently shared these sentiments. A German resident of the capital
related people’s enthusiasm about the war to this belief in the army’s superior
fighting capabilities.** Warnings about the unpreparedness of the army fell on
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deaf ears amid the patriotic frenzy. Abdullah Pasha, one of the most knowl-
edgeable officers, had warned the cabinet, the grand vizier, and other politi-
cians that the army was not even powerful enough to defeat Bulgaria, let alone
an alliance of the four Balkan states.” The next few weeks proved him right.

The Impact of the War
Dreams of Ottoman flags flying over the Balkan capitals were soon shattered
by the collapse of the army in under two months. The public enthusiasm at
the outbreak of the war quickly gave way to bewilderment and despair. People
from all walks of life were not only reminded of the empire’s vulnerability and
its army’s inefficiency, they also realized that the war had a direct material im-
pact on their own everyday lives and communities. Civilians were by no means
spared the horrors of the conflict. On the contrary, modern warfare necessi-
tated unprecedented levels of direct and indirect contributions from the civil-
ian population, while simultaneously exposing them to previously unknown
levels of violence.

The fact that the Balkan Wars were fought in such a close proximity to the
imperial capital made their impacts all the more tangible and visible. On a daily
basis the inhabitants of Istanbul came across wounded soldiers arriving from
battlefields, many of them exhausted, half-clad, and wretched.'® They became
concerned about the cholera outbreak among the troops and worried about
the possibility of its spreading to the city. They experienced a slowdown of the
economy, suffered from soaring prices, and faced occasional shortages. They
witnessed the plight of Muslim refugees passing every day through the streets
of the capital with their carts and oxen by the thousands. They saw them living
outdoors, in schoolyards, mosques, and train stations, begging on the streets,
and queuing in front of municipal bakeries and soup kitchens. They heard
stories of the unfortunate refugee women and girls who had been forced into
prostitution. This was the first time since the 1877-78 Russo-Ottoman War
that Istanbulites found war at their own doorstep.

The war’s impact was also felt well beyond the capital. Young men every-
where were called up to join the ranks. The extraction of these men from the
agrarian economy and consequent labor shortages affected the harvest sea-
son of 1912 and especially of 1913. Additional war taxes imposed by the gov-
ernment compounded the negative impact of conscription. Especially in the
northwestern provinces of the empire, people had to bear the burden of surren-
dering their animals and transport vehicles to requisitioning officers. The war



FROM THE BALKAN WARS TO THE GREAT WAR 21

disrupted economic activity throughout the empire, albeit to varying degrees.>
While some provinces suffered significantly from the war, others escaped its
worst effects. Nevertheless, people’s purchasing power diminished almost ev-
erywhere as prices increased. Even provinces as far removed from the war
zone as Damascus and Aleppo witnessed popular demonstrations triggered by
the increase in bread prices.?* The salaries of civil servants went unpaid for
months, prompting distrust and resentment of the government.** The misery
of soldiers” destitute families was particularly disheartening everywhere. Al-
though the Balkan Wars lasted less than a year and the scope of mobilization
was much more limited than that of August 1914, conscription could easily
push a soldier’s family into poverty. An American missionary in Antep noted:
“There is much suffering among the Turks, in the city and the surrounding vil-
lages, where the bread-winners have been taken. In such cases the Christians
help each other, but among the Moslems there is cold, hunger, and suffering
beyond description.*

Besides conscription and economic slowdown, refugees served as a re-
minder of the war’s ugly face. Many Ottomans learned about the devastation
caused by the war through the refugees who were settled among them. From
the outset, the government aimed to prevent refugees from being concentrated
at specific locations by sending them to the interior of the country. After set-
tling a certain numbers of refugees in major towns along the Anatolian railroad,
the government distributed the newly arriving refugees to nearby villages. Each
village was allotted a few refugee families. According to a Red Cross report, this
policy was “carried out most thoroughly and the many hundreds of villages
from one to two hours to two or three days distance from the railroad have
almost all received their quota of unfortunates to care for, an exception having
[been] made for the Christian villages, few if any of the latter having been thus
called upon** These refugees, whose maintenance was now entrusted to vil-
lage communities, brought with them their stories of expulsion, atrocities, and
suffering. These stories, along with the stories of returning soldiers, might have
played a significant role in politicizing the villages along ethno-religious lines.
And they also served as vivid reminders of the potential consequences of war
and of the Ottoman state’s inability to shield its citizens from its ravages.

Soon, the scope of the refugee problem exceeded the governments initial
arrangements of distribution and relocation around the Anatolian railroad line.
While tens of thousands of refugees passed through Istanbul into Anatolia, the
government also arranged for the shipment of thousands others to port towns
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of various sizes. Izmir, Antalya, Mersin, Alexandretta, Tripoli, Beirut, and Sam-
sun all received their shares. From these entry points, they were usually sent
to the interior and resettled.” The government’s policy of sending refugees
to various parts of the empire made the inhabitants of even the most distant
provinces aware of their misery and its causes. The locals did not, however,
welcome the refugees everywhere. In Arab provinces, for instance, they were
perceived as pawns of the CUP’s long-term demographic/political project and
thus stirred significant discontent.>

Reshaping Politics
While people throughout the empire were coping with the hardships of the
war, the political landscape underwent a dramatic change. In January 1913,
the Unionists seized power in a coup détat and forced the cabinet led by Kamil
Pasha to resign, blaming his government for improper conduct of the war and
the surrender of the Balkan provinces, including Edirne.?” The coup led to the
formation of a new government led by Mahmut $evket Pasha and composed of
prominent Unionists and some independent politicians. The decision to make
Mahmut Sevket Pasha grand vizier was a risky one for the CUP. Although he
was a prestigious military and political figure who was able to give the coup
much-needed legitimacy, he was also one of the few people who had the au-
thority to keep the Unionists in check. His distaste for the extreme members of
the Committee was well known within political and military circles. Until his
assassination six months later, he strove to carry out a policy relatively inde-
pendent of the CUP and managed to curb the Unionists’ ambitions to a certain
extent.

Despite their differences, however, the Unionists and Mahmut Sevket Pasha
concurred in the belief that the previous governments had failed to put all
available resources at the army’s disposal. Moreover, they firmly believed that
this hesitation and inability to do so had severely hampered the Ottoman war
effort. This prompted the new government to adopt a more coercive stance to-
wards society and implement new measures to exercise state power in more di-
rect and diversified ways. These measures included the expansion of the scope
of the mobilization and conscription of new cohorts of soldiers, the implemen-
tation of a new taxation policy (tekalif-i harbiye) and requisitioning, and the
ruthless suppression of any opposition to the war effort. For the Unionists, the
threats posed to the very existence of the empire were dire enough to neces-
sitate such radical changes.
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Mahmut §evket Pasha’s assassination in June 1913 gave the CUP an invalu-
able pretext to assert greater influence in political life and tighten its grip on
society. Following the assassination, the Unionists deported some five hun-
dred political opponents, including many journalists, politicians, and military
officers, to Sinop and other cities. They also purged state officials who were
known for their anti-Unionist views. Several non-Unionist organizations were
dissolved, and a number of newspapers and periodicals were shuttered. By
granting the cabinet the authority to close down newspapers that would im-
peril “the internal and external security of the state,” amendments to the Press
Law restricted the freedom of press even further.?® Through these and several
other measures, the CUP largely eliminated any potential threat to its hold on
political power. As the British ambassador observed, the Unionists were now
“firmer in the saddle than they have ever been before”» The words of a famous
journalist and CUP opponent, Refik Halid [Karay], corroborate the ambas-
sador’s observations. Before the Unionists came to power, he wrote, the op-
position was a surviving, yet crippled and sick, body. Following the Bab-1 Ali
coup, however, “it became a corpse [ceset],” and after Mahmut Sevket Pasha’s
assassination, “it turned into a carcass [les]”3° Pacifying political opposition in
such a swift and effective way was another reflection of the deepened sense of
urgency among the Unionists. A political system riven by ceaseless conflicts
and tensions would only detract from implementing the measures they deemed
necessary to save the empire.

Later in 1914, the Unionists further reinforced their hold on the political
scene by securing a vast majority in the parliamentary elections. The elections,
especially in the provinces, were held under the close scrutiny of local CUP
clubs, which used every means at their disposal to ensure the election of candi-
dates approved by the Committee. In the words of the British consul in Aleppo,
what took place was a “nomination, and not [an] election3* As a result, the
new parliament was mostly composed of devoted Unionists and local digni-
taries chosen by the CUP. This decisive majority meant that Unionist policies
would face few challenges from the parliament in the years that followed.

A less well known, but perhaps more important change concerned the in-
ternal structure of the CUP. The 1913 party congress issued new bylaws to re-
organize the relationship between the party headquarters and local branches.
According to these new regulations, the central committee would appoint
executive secretaries to the provinces (katib-i mesuls), who would act as the
highest-ranking representatives of the party at the local level and maintain
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direct communication between the party center and the local CUP braches.>
This change was clearly aimed at imposing stricter control over local branches
and bringing them closer into line with the CUP’s political orientation. At the
same time, by appointing executive secretaries, the CUP intended to forge
closer relationships among the party center, local branches, patriotic civil so-
ciety organizations, and local population. As evidenced by the Navy League
campaigns of the following year, this new organizational structure helped to
spread patriotic messages and mobilize popular support.

The Unionists knew full well that the politicized officers within the army
had more potential than their civilian counterparts to undermine the CUP re-
gime. Changes to the military establishment thus proved to be equally criti-
cal in consolidating the CUP’s hold on political life. In January 1914, Enver
Bey assumed the posts of the war minister and the chief of staff, dissolved the
Supreme Military Council (Askeri $ura), and enacted wide-ranging reforms
within the army. His appointment to the ministry could be seen as the fulfill-
ment of the Unionists’ long-held desire to raise a war minister “of their own,”
instead of relying on a prestigious yet non-Unionist figure such as Mahmud
Sevket or Ahmed Izzet Pashas.** But Enver’s appointment was also a critical
milestone whereby military decision-making would come to take absolute pre-
cedence over civilian concerns. In the post-Balkan War era, military consider-
ations would frequently overrule political, economic, and even moral ones. In
the face of the empire’s existential crisis, “military necessity” provided such a
powerful justification for any act that no one dared argue against it.

Enver, now Pasha, started to implement his policies by forcing hundreds
of high-ranking elderly officers to retire and dismissing many others whom he
perceived as heavily involved in politics, unsuccessful, or incapable of keeping
up with recent developments in the military profession. The purge was fore-
shadowed by heavy criticism in the Unionist press directed at the senior ranks
in the army and underlining their responsibility in the Balkan War defeat.’
The elimination of these officers from the ranks marked a critical turning point
for the rejuvenation of the Ottoman army.’> Enver Pasha’s purge put an end
to the established principle of seniority within the army, bringing a younger
generation of Unionist officers into positions of responsibility. “No hope for the
future could be placed in men who, by the brilliance of their uniforms, by their
rank, and by the names they bore, deceived their country into thinking that
it possessed an army, Tanin declared, expectedly lauding the purge as an es-
sential step in infusing a much-needed reformist, youthful spirit into the mili-
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tary system. The operation, according to the newspaper, ushered in a new era
for the Ottoman army, an era of “tight discipline and continuous training and
work?” The Ottoman army, the newspaper announced, would henceforth place
the utmost emphasis on capacity and merit as well as on effort and zeal.3® Al-
most a year later, during the height of the Gallipoli campaign, Enver Pasha still
sounded content with the purge when he remarked to an American journalist:
“That step has made the Ottoman army what it is to-day. I have not the slight-
est use for the incompetent, the unfit, the weak, the hesitating, the evaders, the
shirkers, the pleasure-seekers. I am obliged to thrust them out of my way, and
so far, T am glad to say, I have not lacked the courage to do that”+

Reshaping Civil Society
The conflict in the Balkans prompted reconsideration of the civilian popula-
tion’s role in war by the Ottoman political elite. Warfare on this scale and in-
tensity clearly required both material and immaterial support from society. The
deplorable situation of Ottoman finances in particular enhanced the need for
such support. More unnerving were reports about other belligerents indicating
that they had successfully integrated broad segments of their civilian popula-
tions into the governments’ war efforts. Once they came to power in the after-
math of the Bab-1 Ali coup, the Unionists sought to similarly reinvigorate the
patriotic spirit. The initial enthusiasm aroused by the conflict, they noted, had
not survived the war’s subsequent disastrous impacts. In the face of demoral-
izing defeats and mounting human and material costs, the popular willingness
to sustain the war effort wore thin. The Society of National Defense (Miidafaa-i
Milliye Cemiyeti) thus grew out of the Unionists’ search for means to rekindle
patriotic sentiment throughout the empire.

The CUP’s call for the inaugural meeting of the Miidafaa-i Milliye Soci-
ety in February 1913 underlined the unprecedented nature of the ordeal and
the sense of urgency it provoked, declaring: “The Ottoman Empire, in its
600-year-long existence, has never encountered a situation such as the one that
it has been subjected to over the past three months. Today our fatherland is in
danger” It called on people to renounce personal interests and strive to save the
fatherland.?® The Miidafaa-i Milliye Society emphasized the unity of the empire
and was intended to provide a direct link between its civilian population and
the soldiers on the front. This idea of interdependency between the soldier and
the civilian, between the front and the home constituted the main thrust of its
public discourse. Increasingly common rhetoric asserted that the defense of the
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fatherland was civilians’ responsibility too. In emergencies such as the Balkan
Wars, the active participation of and sacrifices by the civilian population were
required: “A more important duty than the one that falls upon the army rests
on your shoulders both in this world and the next,” the Miidafaa-i Milliye Soci-
ety proclaimed in the summer of 1913.%°

In close collaboration with local state authorities and CUP clubs, the Miida-
faa-i Milliye Society quickly created an extensive network of local branches
throughout the empire. Its activities were concentrated in areas such as orga-
nizing and supplying volunteer battalions, providing care for the wounded and
sick soldiers, setting up hospitals, and collecting donations to support refugees.
To mobilize Ottoman patriotism, the Society also waged an intensive propa-
ganda campaign. It sent “guidance committees” (irsad heyetleri) to provinces,
organized well-publicized lectures and sermons, asked for the help of local dig-
nitaries to spread its message, and published frequent notices in newspapers
and journals. Renowned clerics and local religious figures played a significant
role in its campaign. “How could we remain untouched as if we have not heard
of the atrocities, the tragedies when the enemies are assaulting our religion and
our citizens with their utmost monstrosity?” asked the mufti of Trabzon, en-
couraging his fellow townsmen to do their best for the Society.* The office of
chief religious authority (seyhiilislam) also became involved in patriotic mo-
bilization and encouraged Muslims’ active participation in the war effort.* As
a result, during the post-coup period, patriotic propaganda took on a distinc-
tively religious tone and the conflict came to be framed increasingly in religious
terms.

This was a radical change from the war’s earlier days when the use of re-
ligious discourse within the public and political spheres was quite minimal.
Neither the Unionists—who were the opposition since July 1912—nor their
opponents had then sought to portray the war in strictly religious terms.* Of-
ficial declarations, speeches, and newspaper articles consciously refrained from
casting the conflict as a Christian-Muslim struggle, presumably to allay the
fears of Ottoman non-Muslims. On the contrary, both the government and
the CUP tried to create the illusion of a harmoniously unified nation that had
overcome all political and ethno-religious differences. Newspapers highlighted
Ottoman non-Muslims’ contributions to the war effort and their willingness to
protect the fatherland just like their Muslim brethren. Massive war meetings
in early October saw non-Muslim speakers addressing the audience. The CUP
meeting’s speakers included the Greek Emmanouil Emmanouilidis, the Bulgar-
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ian Pange Doref, the Armenian Hagop Boyaciyan, and the Wallachian Besarya
Efendis, all former members of the Ottoman parliament, as well as Dr. Ga-
rabed Pashayan, representing the Armenian Revolutionary Federation.** The
Armenian journalist Diran Kelekyan, editor of the newspaper Sabah, declared
at the meeting organized by the Freedom and Accord Party (Hiirriyet ve Itilaf
Firkasi), that the natural frontier of the Ottoman Empire was the Danube.*

Portraying the conflict in religious terms was indeed regarded as unaccept-
able and morally repugnant by the Ottoman public. When the Balkan nations
declared their ultimate aim as saving Ottoman Christians from the Muslim
yoke, Cenin condemned this call as fanatical and utterly dangerous.* In its
editorial, Sabah similarly insisted that the current conflict was entirely political
and certainly not a religious one.* During the early days of the war, the CUP
Central Committee issued circulars emphasizing the importance of solidar-
ity among the empire’s ethno-religious communities and calling on the party’s
members to support the government in its efforts to strengthen this solidarity.+
The appearance of intense religious rhetoric after the Unionists came to power
in early 1913 thus marked a critical turning point, reflecting their realization of
religion’s power to mobilize the masses.

The Miidafaa-i Milliye Society played the most prominent role in arousing
patriotic sentiments, but was not the only venue of civil society activism. The
dramatically intensified patriotic remobilization opened up more opportunities
for broader sections of Ottoman society, especially middle- and upper-class
women, to get involved in civil society activities. At around the same time as
the establishment of the Miidafaa-i Milliye Society, Ottoman women held two
remarkable mass meetings where they discussed alternative ways of support-
ing the government’s renewed war effort. According to local newspapers, as
many as 5,000 women attended the meetings. At the instigation of the feminist
novelist Halide Edip Hanim, the attendees resolved to send telegrams to the
Ottoman army as well as to European queens to ask them to intervene to save
Balkan Muslims from massacres. Over the following months, Ottoman women
were actively involved in supporting the CUP government’s war effort.*® This
fiercely patriotic campaign, comprised of broad sections of the society, distin-
guished the Balkan Wars from earlier Ottoman wars.

Although it is difficult to assess the direct contribution of these activities
to the Ottoman war effort, this experience would later prove invaluable during
World War I. Such intense activism led to the establishment of a vast network
of local branches of patriotic civil society organizations, which would be re-
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vitalized in under two years. These outfits developed relations with broader
segments of their local populations and spread religiously colored patriotic
sentiment beyond educated circles. From the very beginning, this local civil
society activism was coordinated by local CUP organizations and the Ottoman
state’s local representatives. All of these actors gained immense experience in
patriotic activism and mastered methods to secure and maintain contributions
from people. This emphasis on civilians” patriotic mobilization was a clear sign
that the Unionists had come to perceive the management of the home front as
an integral part of the broader war effort.

Reshaping the Military
Of all the perceived causes of the empire’s vulnerability, it was the military’s
enfeeblement that evoked the deepest sense of urgency among the Unionists.
The First Balkan War had not only taken a heavy toll in dead, wounded, and
captured and depleted the army’s stocks of weapons, ammunition, artillery,
equipment, and animals. Perhaps more important, the empire’s crushing defeat
had also exposed the overall malfunctioning of the Ottoman military system.
In the war’s aftermath, the empire’s dwindling ability to deal with its enemies
elevated the issue of military capacity into a mainstream concern. “The best
friend of a government is its own power,” a leading intellectual wrote in 1913:
“Words, however, are not sufficient to be powerful. . . . Power consists solely in
the army’s and navy’s actual fighting capacity, in their unfailing preparedness
and readiness for war’# The months immediately following the Balkan Wars
thus confronted the Unionists with the daunting task of reforming the Otto-
man military system. They wanted to make sure that the empire would have the
largest possible pool of thoroughly prepared, motivated, and reliable troops at
its disposal the next time it fought its adversaries.

From the earliest days of the Constitutional Era, the army occupied a privi-
leged place in the CUP’s policies and rhetoric. The Unionists, many of whom
were soldiers themselves, sought to change the long-standing negative image
of military service by recasting the army as the protector of the fatherland, de-
fender of the revolution, and the facilitator of the constitutional principle of
“the unity of elements” (ittihad-1 anasir). Military service came to be praised
as a civic duty that every man was expected to fulfill of his own free will. In
the aftermath of the revolution, the army received considerable attention and
investment from the Unionist governments and underwent a series of major
transformations, reflecting the ideological and practical concerns of the new
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regime. These changes most notably included the abolition of a number of ex-
emptions, including those granted to non-Muslims, students of religious semi-
naries, and the residents of the capital.s°

Nevertheless, for most people, the sociopolitical meaning of military ser-
vice remained unchanged. Despite the new emphasis on the virtues of serving
in the army and its link to modern citizenship, this relationship remained tenu-
ous, if not totally absent. Many continued to see military service as an intrusive
disruption to the life of the conscript, his family, and his community, and not
a necessary part of his civic obligations. The oppressive nature and rigors of
army life rendered the burdens laid upon the conscript’s shoulders difficult to
bear. Military service in the Ottoman Empire also had an unmistakable class
dimension. The well-to-do usually found their way out of the service, either
through paying the exemption fee or using legal and illegal loopholes to be
exempted on health, education, marital, or occupational grounds. As a result,
the ranks of the enlisted were mostly filled by lower-class men from rural com-
munities. For their families, conscription primarily meant the loss of a son,
husband, or father to a distant duty on the far-off frontiers of the empire. In a
predominantly agricultural economy, the conscription of young men deprived
rural families of a principal source of labor. These negative popular sentiments
about compulsory military service were perhaps best summarized in an Anato-
lian saying that when somebody became a soldier, “his money loses value, his
wife is widowed” (askere gidenin parasi pul karist dul olur).>* Conscripts typi-
cally acted out their frustration with compulsory military service by evading
the draft, emigrating, or deserting. On occasion, however, they also expressed
their resentment in open protest, usually in the form of local mutinies, which
generally led to their discharge after an overly extended period of service.

The Balkan Wars laid bare these and other problems that had overwhelmed
the Ottoman military system. For many, who remained beyond the immedi-
ate Unionist circles, the reforms predating the war failed to substantially im-
prove the army’s fighting capacity. Despite the major overhaul the army had
undertaken, they claimed, there was still a lack of officers, properly trained
soldiers, sanitary services, and logistical support. The Unionists agreed with
some of these observations. What set apart their reasoning about the causes of
the defeat, however, was their unequivocal emphasis on the empire’s unreal-
ized military potential. The real weakness of the Ottoman military, according
to this view, did not primarily lie in organizational problems or the material
deficiencies of the army. During the war, they claimed, Ottoman soldiers were
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actually better equipped than their Bulgarian, Greek, and Serbian counterparts.
The infantry had the weapons it needed and did not suffer from lack of ammu-
nition. The Ottoman forces had also outgunned their opponents. At the war’s
outbreak, the Ottoman army had more field guns than the four enemy armies
put together, and much of the same was true of machine guns. Based on this
material superiority, the Unionists argued, the Ottoman army actually entered
the First Balkan War in better shape than it had ever been before.*

But why then had it been so ingloriously defeated? The real problem, ac-
cording to the Unionists, lay in the inefficient Ottoman military system, which
had failed to harness the empire’s full potential and take advantage of its de-
mographic superiority. Despite the fact that the Ottoman population outnum-
bered that of the Balkan allies combined by a 2-to-1 ratio, the empire had still
lost the war. Even more disheartening for the Unionists was the comparison of
mobilization ratios. While the Ottomans mobilized only 4.3 percent of their en-
tire population, the Bulgarians, Greeks, Serbians, and Montenegrins mustered
8.6, 6.9, 5.0, and 15.0 percent of their populations, respectively: “Montenegrins
are three times more altruistic than we are, Bulgarians are twice as patriotic.
Even the merchant [tiiccar] Greeks, who shun military service, are more self-
sacrificing than us” This, Tanin declared, was like “a dark stain branded on the
foreheads of all Ottomans.”s?

According to the Unionists, it was primarily the still-existing exemptions
from military service that stood in the way of taking military advantage of the
empire’s demographic superiority. Unless those exemptions were abolished, or
at least severely restricted, the next conflict would end just like the First Balkan
War, but this time with even more dreadful consequences. This line of rea-
soning on military exemptions was further reinforced by a general consensus
about Ottoman soldiers’ abysmal lack of preparation. For many observers, Ot-
toman and non-Ottoman alike, the Balkan Wars displayed the fighting prow-
ess, skill, and training of the soldiers in the Balkan armies, especially Bulgarian
soldiers, while exposing acute problems in the wartime performance of Ot-
toman conscripts. The Unionist leaders shared the view that the army’s regu-
lar cadres were relatively well prepared for the conflict. The reserves (redifs),
however, which made up the bulk of wartime Ottoman troops, were conspicu-
ously ill-prepared for any war, much less one against armies of well-trained
and better-motivated soldiers. Normally, the reserves were supposed to be
summoned periodically for training during peacetime and would bring infan-
try divisions up to mobilization strength during wars. In early October 1912,
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when they were hastily called up, however, the reserves responded poorly to
the mobilization order. And when they finally did join the ranks, it became
quite clear that they had received little to none of the military training required
by modern warfare.>* Their lack of basic military skills occasionally reached
absurd levels. Eyewitness reports mentioned reservists who did not know how
to use their weapons at all, who tried to shoot with the rifle butts on their fore-
heads or bellies, or who attempted to load their rifles through the muzzle of
the gun.’> Unfamiliar with the concept of military discipline, they refused to
obey orders from their officers and acted individually or in small bands. Fear
of punishment proved insufficient to keep them fighting. When pitted against a
strong, fast, and capable enemy, they panicked and deserted by the thousands.
The conscription of large numbers of these virtually untrained men also had
deleterious effects on the regular troops, and therefore on the overall fighting
capacity of the army.

Peacetime preparation was a principle that Unionist officers had long ac-
cepted. The Balkan Wars had shown them, however, that the price a country
had to pay for its unpreparedness had become much costlier. Rendering armies
more formidable and the battles more destructive, modern warfare enhanced
the necessity of war readiness and made the lack of it a fatal mistake. For the
Unionists, the primary causes of the problem of unpreparedness were, again,
the exemptions from military service. Granting exemptions to a substantial
number of military-age men and assigning them directly to the reserves meant
that they received only a cursory peacetime training, if any at all. In stark con-
trast, the superior performance on the battlefield of the troops of the empire’s
Balkan enemies was attributed to the universality and efficiency of their all-
embracing conscription systems. The Serbian army, according to an Ottoman
observer, was an efficient force because it left no one without training.’® An-
other officer wrote with appreciation that the Bulgarian people did not resort
to circumventing conscription. Irrespective of profession or social status, all
were obligated to perform active military service: “Everyone, every individual
is a soldier. Be he the prime minister’s son, he is still a soldier”s” For these and
other observers, the Ottoman army’s defeat clearly indicated the superiority of
the Balkan states’ tight, efficient, and comprehensive recruiting systems. The
defeat thus revealed above all else the burning need for a stronger and wider
net of conscription. Only a truly universal system of conscription would enable
the army to exploit all of the empire’s available manpower.

Based on these observations, the Unionists responded to the shock of the
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Balkan Wars with a comprehensive plan for military reform. The main goal of
this massive reorganization was to revive the Ottoman army after the grave
losses it had endured and to turn it into an effective fighting force capable of
defending the empire against external and internal threats. Enver Pasha framed
the reform as an act of self-defense, telling the press unambiguously that his
intention was to counteract the aggressive intentions of the Balkan countries:
“I clearly intend to keep in check the aggrandizement of our small neighbors,
who are never satisfied”s® Under his leadership, the entire military system and
army organization underwent a dramatic process of transformation and reor-
ganization. From the purge of high-ranking officers mentioned earlier to the
creation of new military units and the elimination of old ones, the introduction
of new training schemes, the preparation of new campaign and mobilization
plans, the formation of paramilitary youth organizations, and finally the aboli-
tion of the infamous reserve system, the Unionist leadership tackled a series of
problems that had been plaguing the Ottoman military.>

The most crucial component of military reform proved to be the enactment
in May 1914 of the new Law of Military Obligation (Miikellefiyet-i Askeriye
Kanun-1 Muvakkati), which required all male Ottoman citizens aged twenty
one, Muslim and non-Muslim alike (excluding the members of the Ottoman
dynasty), to perform military service, and also permitted the conscription of
nineteen- and twenty-year-olds in wartime.® The priority of the military re-
formers was to improve the quality of conscripts by passing the highest possible
number of eligible males through the increasingly rigorous military system. The
new conscription law aimed to do this by shortening the active military service
period in the infantry from three years to two, thereby increasing the num-
ber of recruits drafted at each call.® More important, the new law completely
abolished the exemptions permitted to those who were the sole breadwinners
of their households (muins), limited the waiver of active service granted in
return for an exemption fee (bedel) to peacetime, and severely restricted the
exemption of government officials, religious functionaries, and students in
universities and high schools. The new legislation thus extended the reach of
conscription to an unprecedented degree, even before World War I started.®

The new Law of Military Obligation of 1914 marked a critical milestone in
the universalization of military service in the Ottoman Empire. Through this
law, the leaders of the Unionist regime sought to raise a more effective mass
army for a future conflict, which they saw as both imminent and inevitable. A
circular published by the central committee of the CUP in June 1914 stressed
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this point, portraying the new law of conscription as essential to the survival of
the empire. The circular commended the new law for requiring that each and
every able-bodied Ottoman man serve in the military and regarded it as an im-
portant step towards the creation of the “armed nation” (millet-i miisellaha).
The abolition of exemptions from military service, according to the circular,
was at the core of the new legislation. It harshly criticized the outdated Law
of Conscription of the Abdiilhamid era for exempting a significant portion of
potential recruits from serving in the last conflict, while the Bulgarians had
mobilized everyone: rich and poor, educated and illiterate, and students and
nonstudents alike. Even Bulgarian women were employed in transportation. By
eliminating these exemptions, the new law would allow the Ottoman Empire to
develop an equally formidable fighting force.®*

In significantly extending the scope of conscription, the Law of Military
Obligation of 1914 provided an efficient legal tool for officials to intervene on
the home front to extract men for the army. The new law, however, also at-
tracted severe criticism from various social and political groups throughout the
empire. Deputies from the Arab provinces, for instance, conveyed the anger of
their people, “bordering on rebellion,” to Enver Pasha, who adamantly refused
any revisions to the law, stating, “We are on the verge of a general war, and I
can in no way retract the law”’** Similarly, the World Congress of the Arme-
nian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) held in Erzurum in July 1914 passed a
resolution harshly criticizing the new measures regarding military service. “Ac-
cepting that everyone should fulfill his duty to serve his country,” the World
Congress opposed the conscription of the sole breadwinners of their families
and proposed that Christians be drafted only up to the age of thirty-one.* The
Armenian Patriarch Zaven Efendi raised similar criticisms, saying: “Today, the
issue that concerns our people most is the new Law of Military Obligation’s
extension of military service to everyone regardless of the conscript’s status as
sole breadwinner of his family. I hope the cries of widows who are in need of
bread and especially those of orphans will inspire mercy in the parliament and
the ministers and that the law will be revised as necessary”®” These concerns
and criticisms, not surprisingly, fell on deaf ears. When the next mobilization
was ordered in August 1914, the empire’s people would have to deal with a dra-
matically expanded conscription net.
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Religion and the Ottoman Army
While the Ottoman system of conscription became stricter and more compre-
hensive, the ideological discourse that surrounded the army and military ser-
vice underwent a similarly dramatic change, again as a response to the Balkan
War experiences. The official rhetoric that the army served as the symbol and
the facilitator of the Ottoman brotherhood was abandoned for good. Just as Is-
lamic tones had assumed new significance in propaganda aimed at home-front
civilians, the wartime governments also adopted a deeply religious discourse
to rouse soldiers’ bellicose feelings. Two factors played a critical role in helping
the Ottoman officials to overcome their reservations about the use of religious
rhetoric: (1) the obvious lack of motivation among the majority of Ottoman
recruits; and (2) the enemies’ extensive use of religion to motivate their own
soldiers and home-front populations.

Although they disagreed on many other points, both Unionist and non-
Unionist observers shared the view that Ottoman soldiers, especially the re-
servists, had shown no eagerness to fight in the most recent conflict. Critics
lamented the disappearance of age-old Ottoman bravery and military virtues
that the ordinary soldier supposedly possessed.®® In stark contrast, the suc-
cess and resilience of the enemy was attributed to the individual conscript’s
patriotism and enthusiasm to fight. For many, the Ottoman soldiers’ conspicu-
ous lack of commitment to fight indicated their unwillingness or inability to
identify with the abstract notions of “nation” and “fatherland”® Along with
the lack or proper military training, this lack of identification with the imperial
cause led to disheartening confusion and partial disintegration of the army at
the very beginning of the war. In the face of this deepening military crisis, the
Kamil Pasha government saw the arousal of a religious spirit as the only way to
overcome the problem of soldier motivation. Less than a month into the war,
the office of the Seyhiilislam, the empire’s highest Muslim religious authority,
called upon all members of the clergy to “practice jihad” by visiting the front
lines and stoking soldiers’ religious passions.” Preachers, students of religious
seminaries, and other religious functionaries were accordingly sent to the front
to incite soldiers’ religious sentiments.”

Upon their return from the front, two of these preachers, Elhac Ahmed
Tahir and Mustafa Necati wrote about their observations of the army for the
daily Ikdam.” They claimed that a series of material shortcomings, including a
lack of transportation vehicles and munitions shortages, were certainly contrib-
uting to the Ottoman army’s failure. However, the two preachers also pointed
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to the weaknesses of the soldiers’ religious devotion as a major cause of the
disaster. While in the past soldiers in the army had prayed together five times
a day and preachers had lectured to them about the virtues of martyrdom on a
regular basis, these practices had been ignored in recent years under the CUP
leadership. The “motivation to die for the nation” (vatan i¢cin élmek hissi) had
been used as a substitute for religious motivation. For these and many other
observers, the efforts to transcend soldiers’ traditional religious affiliations and
create a new martial spirit based solely on the love of the fatherland proved to
be a complete failure. This new sense of patriotic devotion was not embraced
by most of the soldiers and remained alien to them. The preachers’ unsparing
criticism was clearly directed at the CUP and its policy of seeking to unite all
Ottoman subjects around a common, secular notion of the fatherland.

For their part, the Unionists never acknowledged openly that they had pre-
maturely adopted secular patriotism. However, they too realized clearly that
these ideas had failed to animate soldiers on the battleground, which left re-
ligious symbols and rhetoric as the only available means for maintaining sol-
diers’ commitment. In that sense, the Balkan War experiences convinced the
Unionists of the power of religion as a motivating factor for the ordinary sol-
dier.”® Enver Pasha’s appointment to the War Ministry was thus accompanied
by a discernible emphasis on religion. In his short message to the army, the
new minister stated explicitly that he did not believe “an army without reli-
gion would be successful” He ordered every member of the army, Christian or
Muslim, to carry out the requirements of his religion.” In a similar vein, Cemal
Pasha, who had been appointed commander of the First Army Corps in Istan-
bul, underlined the importance of religion in his first message to his troops.
But, unlike Enver Pasha, he did feign a persistent belief in an Ottomanist spirit:
“An army, whose religious feelings are weak, cannot fulfill its duty towards the
fatherland. Therefore the First Army Corps’ ties to the religion of Islam should
be strengthened.””s Publication of both statements in the press suggested that
the Unionists were simultaneously aiming to make broader sections of the Ot-
toman population aware of the army’s renewed emphasis on religion.

The Balkan War experiences also convinced the CUP of the value of re-
ligious homogeneity in the army. Mixing Muslim recruits with non-Muslims
proved to be crippling for the former’s motivation. Some officers noted that
Muslim soldiers questioned the rationale of fighting together in the same ranks
with Christians.”® On the other hand, the war revealed to the Unionists the

non-Muslims’ failure to fully commit themselves to protecting the empire.
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Non-Muslims, the Unionists argued, either remained indifferent to the em-
pire’s ordeal and did not contribute to the war effort, or defected to the enemy.””
Their presence in the army ranks was therefore deemed unnecessary, if not
outright detrimental, to victory. Even during the war, many of these soldiers
were sent to labor battalions and employed behind the front.

In the aftermath of the Balkan Wars, one of the leading Unionist ideologues,
Hiseyin Cahid, assessed non-Muslims’ wartime performance in his column
in Tanin. Following the Constitutional Revolution of 1908, Cahid argued, the
Unionists conceived of military service as a means to effect a positive change in
society by forging a new bond among all the empire’s peoples regardless of their
ethno-religious background. They hoped that the barracks “would constitute
the strongest foundation of Ottomans’ unity.” These expectations, however, did
not materialize, as many non-Muslims refused to put up with the difficulties of
the military life and deserted abroad. “We cannot blame them,” wrote Cahid,
“[m]ilitary life is difficult. Especially for the elements [anasir] who had never
served in the army. . . . It requires a strong attachment to the fatherland. Obvi-
ously, not enough time has passed since the revolution for the non-Muslims to
develop such an attachment””*

Even though his tone was mild, Hiiseyin Cahid’s editorial was one of the
most explicit signs of the Unionists’ departure from their earlier Ottomanist
policies. It likely reflected a broader consensus among the Unionist leader-
ship. For the CUP, extending mandatory military service to non-Muslims had
always been a central pillar of Ottomanism and a negation of the Hamidian
regime. Enrolling collectively in the defense of the fatherland and sacrificing
for the greater good of the empire was thought to be the most efficient way
to transcend ethno-religious divisions.” Although the implementation of the
process on the ground met with several obstacles, the Unionists, at least on
paper, stuck to the idea until the Balkan Wars. By adopting a new approach to
the military service of non-Muslims as a response to Balkan War experiences,
however, they drew a bold line between them and the Muslim citizens of the
empire. Religious affiliation came to be the key variable determining this dis-
tinction. The dual process of Islamicization—namely, the conviction that reli-
gion was the prime motivator of Ottoman soldiers and non-Muslims’ exclusion
from the fighting ranks—would contribute to the CUP government’s decision
to wage the next war in the name of all Muslims and to condemn non-Muslims
to hard labor, persecution, and death.
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The Great Powers and the Ottoman Empire
The Balkan Wars brought to light the terrifying reality of the Ottoman Empire’s
political and military weaknesses. For the Unionists, however, this was not the
only source of the empire’s increasingly manifest vulnerabilities. The Balkan
Wars and their aftermath also revealed that the European powers’ sympathy
lied firmly with the Ottomans’ enemies. From the very beginning of the war,
they had openly favored the Balkan allies’ cause, pressured the Ottomans to ac-
cept insufferable terms, and shut their eyes to the misery of hundreds of thou-
sands of Muslims. In a future confrontation with its enemies, the Unionists
were convinced, the Porte would face a similarly unsympathetic, if not outright
antagonistic, front of European powers. This mind-set, which by no means was
confined to the political and intellectual elites, would guide Ottoman public
opinion on the eve of World War L.

This sense of abandonment and injustice became gradually entrenched
through four critical junctures of the Balkan War crisis. The first of these came
very early in the war. With the outbreak of the hostilities, the Great Powers de-
clared that they would uphold the status quo in the Balkans and would not let
any belligerent benefit territorially, whatever the outcome of the conflict might
be.f> Widespread expectations about a decisive Ottoman victory prompted
them to adopt this posture. In the face of the Balkan armies” swift progress,
however, the European governments quickly abandoned their prewar position
for just the opposite stance: under these new circumstances, they claimed, it
had become impossible to preserve the political status quo any further, and
belligerents should adjust to the new situation. The Ottoman reaction was one
of indignation and loathing.®

Later in January 1913, when the Ottomans sat at the negotiation table with
their enemies in London, the Great Powers intervened to pressure the Porte to
accept conditions of peace that included ceding the Aegean islands and Edirne
to the Balkan allies. The Ottomans had actually gone to London with height-
ened expectations that the powers would favor the claims of the famous Anglo-
phile Kamil Pasha’s government and moderate the allies’ excessive demands.
The joint note of January 17 presented by the Great Powers to the Porte, advis-
ing the immediate surrender of Edirne to the Balkan allies and referring of the
future of the islands question to them, therefore came as a shock. If the Porte
would not listen to their “advice,” the powers threatened not to intervene in the
case that the hostilities resumed, and to refuse any request for financial aid in
the future. Apart from the alliance of four Balkan states, the daily fkdam wrote,
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“we are also against a bloc of opposition composed of all European Great Pow-
ers”® The Porte responded to the note by partially accepting the allies de-
mands, but refusing to cede Edirne and the islands, a proposal they summarily
rejected. The resumption of hostilities led to the fall of Edirne to the Bulgarians
and the signing of the humiliating peace treaty in London in May 1913.

For many Ottomans, the Europeans’ hostile stance against the empire was
further confirmed during the Second Balkan War. The Great Powers objected
to the Ottomans’ recapture of Edirne in the summer of 1913 and pressured
the Porte to comply with the Treaty of London. The Unionists in particular,
who had been in power since January of that same year, felt deeply frustrated
at the powers’ partiality and anti-Ottomanism. An editorial in Tanin on 8 Au-
gust 1913, perfectly captured the Unionists’ anger and resentment: “Once again
to our detriment, we have painfully experienced that no good or faithfulness
[vefa] would come to us from Europe. We have understood that it was not only
the Balkan states allied against the Ottoman Empire, but also all European
states. . . . We were at war, not only with the Balkan states, but with the whole
of Europe, perhaps not materially but morally”®3 This time, however, the CUP
felt confident enough to resist the Great Powers’ pressure and did not return
Edirne to the Bulgarians.

Ottoman public opinion unanimously blamed the Great Powers, but mostly
Great Britain, for turning a blind eye to the misery of hundreds of thousands
of Muslims in Rumelia. While celebrating the Balkan allies’ victories, the press
claimed, Europeans showed no concern for the atrocities committed by their
armies against Muslims, including the mass murder of civilians, the rape of
women, and the destruction of personal property and places of worship. News-
papers were full of graphic details of these atrocities, as well as an outpouring
of anger against Europeans’ silence about them. “There is no one in Europe,”
Ikdam declared, “who has witnessed [these atrocities] and been saddened by
them.”* Many Ottoman citizens saw Europeans as so callous or self-centered
that they disregarded the sufferings of anyone other than their co-religionists.
Had Ottoman troops “been accused of the half of what is set out in this docu-
ment there would have been a howl of protest from one end of Europe to the
other” For Ottoman public opinion, this European indifference, if not condon-
ing, only emboldened the Balkan allies in their unrestrained conduct of war
against civilians.%

The last blow to the Unionists came during the Aegean islands crisis that
followed the war. As it constituted such a thorny issue between the fighting par-
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ties, the solution to the “islands question” had been entrusted to the Great Pow-
ers during the peace negotiations between the Ottoman Empire and Greece. In
December 1913, much to the dismay of the Ottomans, Great Britain recom-
mended that the Greeks retain all the islands they had occupied during the
war. The other members of the Triple Entente and Triple Alliance accepted the
British proposal for the settlement of the islands’ fate. These islands included
Chios and Mytilene, which were predominantly inhabited by Greeks, yet lie
only ten miles off the Anatolian coast. The Ottomans’ hopes that Great Britain
would support the Porte’s claims and safeguard its interests were once again
shattered. Despite the Porte’s vigorous protests, the islands were not restored to
the Ottoman Empire. The Great Powers’ decision outraged the Ottomans, rein-
forcing their feeling of emasculation and victimhood. “Once again idealists like
us, who, still in this age, believe in the notions of right and justice have been
greatly disappointed. . . . Being feeble is a fault. Today justice means power,”

86 “Al] our efforts are in vain,” fkdam wrote, “Violat-

read the editorial of Tanin.
ing our rights has, it appears, become a clause in international law. All this is
the sad manifestation of the principle that the Crescent cannot stay where the
Cross has once entered.”

Even though the sentiment of injustice was firmly entrenched in the Union-
ists’ minds, it did not preclude them from searching for ways to cultivate good
relations with European governments. It was mostly the CUP’s fear of political
isolation and, perhaps more important, the empire’s acute financial distress that
prompted the Unionists to bite their tongues. In early 1914, the government
found itself in such abysmal conditions that officials’ salaries were months in
arrears. Raising a large army and maintaining it on a war footing for more than
a year had depleted the empire’s already limited financial reserves. To close the
deficit in the imperial budget, the government imposed new burdens on tax-
payers, including a 25 percent increase in income (temettii) and cattle (agnam)
taxes.® But these were far from sufficient. The Unionists knew well that Euro-
pean financial markets constituted the only source of fresh loans. Such a grave
situation mandated diplomatic caution and amiable relations. Between the end
of the Balkan War and World War I, they negotiated with several European
governments and reached agreements over port and railroad concessions,
granted contracts for a number of construction projects, invited a German
military mission to reform the army, appointed French and British advisors to
several ministries, and resolved long-standing border disputes. Through these
attempts the Porte hoped to maneuver the empire out of political isolation and
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financial dire straits. Nevertheless, mistreatment at the hands of the Great Pow-
ers left a deep imprint on the Unionists as well as the broader Ottoman public.
During World War I, the CUP would skillfully evoke those buried sentiments
to construct a convincing war narrative.

A New Imperial Configuration
In a curious entry in his diary on 2 July 1913, the Unionist minister of finance,
Cavid Bey, who was in Paris negotiating a new loan from French banks, noted
a letter he had received from Istanbul. He frequently exchanged letters with
other leading Unionists regarding his activities abroad, as well as recent devel-
opments in the Ottoman capital. The letter from Istanbul informed him about
an important decision that had been made by the Central Committee: the CUP
would henceforth pursue an “Islamic politics” (Islam siyaseti). The new policy,
however, would not be written down, but would be kept in mind by the Union-
ist leaders.® Neither in this entry nor in the remainder of his diary did Cavid
Bey give a detailed explanation about what exactly was meant by the notion of
“Islamic politics” From later developments, however, one can surmise that it
referred to a new imperial configuration based predominantly on the empire’s
Muslim elements, specifically Turks and Arabs.

The letter Cavid Bey received implied a change in the Unionist policies of
managing ethno-religious difference in the empire. The Unionist leaders were
fully cognizant of the enhanced political energy among the empire’s Muslim
and non-Muslim minorities in the aftermath of the Balkan Wars. The CUP gov-
ernment’s apparent inability to counteract its enemies and forestall territorial
losses gave rise to widespread skepticism among Greeks, Armenians, Kurds,
Arabs, and others about the future of the empire.” The empire’s disintegration
and collapse seemed imminent to many of them. The Unionists followed the
growth of this sentiment with mounting concern that it might soon translate
into full-fledged separatist aspirations, especially if the minority claims found
European backing. Their deep distrust in European powers only aggravated
the Unionists’ concerns. It was these concerns that dictated a new approach to
ethno-religious relations in the empire.

The new direction that the CUP adopted was not towards abandoning
the Ottomanist ideology in favor of Turkism or Turkish nationalism, as was
commonly assumed. The new strategy, evolved over time and in response to
internal and external pressures, was far more complex. It comprised two funda-
mental components: neutralizing autonomist/decentralist tendencies through
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political and administrative measures, and revamping Ottomanism based on
the unity and primacy of the two largest Muslim communities of the empire,
Turks and Arabs. The Balkan Wars, according to the Unionists, had brought
the empire to the brink of collapse. Having lost the European provinces, the
Ottomans now had to withdraw to Anatolia and the Arab provinces. The defeat
and humiliation shook the foundations of the state, Hiiseyin Cahid wrote in a
Tanin editorial on 15 November 1913. These did not, however, inflict serious
damage on its “real source of life” On the contrary, the losses and suffering
even replenished it:

To be able to hold on to Rumelia, we were wrecking Anatolia. The Ottoman
state resembled a creature devouring a part of its body to extend its life a little
longer. We were continually sacrificing [the people of] Anatolia to retain various
non-Muslim elements who fought [us] in Rumelia and were determined never
to submit to Ottomanism and, in their determination, received encouragement

and support from neighboring states.

Since the end of the war, this situation, which had undermined the power of
the Ottoman state, no longer applied. Henceforth, the brotherhood between
Turks and Arabs would constitute “a new life and a new hope” for the empire
and provide a moral basis (manevi istinadgah) for the Islamic world as well.**

In line with this new spirit, the Unionists launched a new policy towards
the empire’s Arab provinces and took some critical steps to moderate their
centralizing policies and to appease existing tensions between the CUP and
its decentralist/reformist Arab critics.®* In view of the increasingly vocal au-
tonomist claims and intensifying foreign machinations, the Unionists saw the
compromise as an efficient way of defusing separatist aspirations and coun-
tering pro-British and pro-French inclinations among the Arabs. Unlike with
the non-Muslim minorities of the empire, the Unionists thought that such a
compromise was still possible with the Arabs, especially Muslim Arabs. After
all, most of them harbored suspicions of the intentions of Great Britain and
France in Arab provinces and expressed their desire to pursue provincial re-
forms within the Ottomanist framework.”> The Unionists reached out to this
group of Arab intellectuals and politicians and drew up a compromise agree-
ment with them.

The compromise included measures regarding some of the long-standing
demands voiced by the Arab decentralists: introduction of regional military
service; institution of Arabic as the medium of instruction in elementary and
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secondary schools (along with a promise to extend this clause to higher educa-
tion in the future); the requirement of proficiency in Arabic as well as in Turk-
ish for local civil servants; the appointment of second-level functionaries by
provincial administrations; and the appointment of judges and other judicial
functionaries from among these locally-selected officials.** The Unionist press
announced the agreement with much fanfare. The agreement between Turks
and Arabs, Tanin wrote, would surely eliminate certain misunderstandings be-
tween them and symbolize the unshakable solidarity between “the two great
nations of the East and two great brothers of religion”>s The reference to Islam
was unmistakable. The new understanding between Turks and Arabs signaled
a new future for the Islamic world, which “had been sunk in misery and con-
tempt [zillet] for centuries,” another Unionist wrote.*

Although the government was not inclined to concede full autonomy to
local administrations, and therefore fell short of satisfying the more fervent
decentralists, the compromise measures still marked a dramatic shift away
from the CUP’s centralist policies. Until the Balkan War crisis, the Unionists
had vehemently opposed any proposals that would diminish the imperial cen-
ter’s authority over the provinces. This change did not escape the attention of
foreign observers. In his annual report of 1913, the British ambassador to the
Porte summed up his observations as follows: “The disastrous centralization
policy of the Government which succeeded the Hamidian regime, involving
the forcible Turkification of provinces differing widely in race, customs, and
religion, appears to have now been abandoned.”?” By addressing some of the
long-standing Arab demands for greater autonomy and administrative reform,
the Unionists managed to contain the decentralist movement’s growing energy,
prevent the internationalization of the “Arab Question,” and maintain the men-
tal and political ties of the majority of Arabs with the empire. The World War I
years would see the scrapping of these policies under Cemal Pasha’s strict rule
and the rupture of the Arabs’ ties with the empire, eventually leading many of
them to contemplate full independence.

The conspicuous criticism of non-Muslims in Hiiseyin Cahid’s lines bears on
the question of how Ottoman non-Muslim minorities would fit into this new
imperial configuration. For the Unionists, the Balkan War experience high-
lighted the government’s failure to persuade non-Muslims to identify with the
empire. At best, they remained uninterested in the empire’s fate; at worst, they
implicitly and occasionally explicitly extended their sympathy and support to
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the Balkan allies’ war efforts. This criticism was particularly directed against
the Ottoman Greeks, but other non-Muslim groups were not totally exempted
from it. In the eyes of the Unionists, the Balkan Wars showed that the process of
“Greekization” of the Ottoman Greeks had long been completed. For decades,
Greece had gradually been increasing its influence over the empire’s Greeks,
especially through education. This process had accelerated after the 1908
Revolution, when the Greek community’s leadership passed from the Church
to a secular, urban, middle-class elite.*® The victories of the Balkan Wars thus
struck a particularly powerful chord of patriotism among the Ottoman Greeks.
These sentiments were presumably not embraced by all Greeks of the empire,
let alone by all non-Muslims. However, the deep sense of urgency among the
Unionists led them, on the one hand, to exaggerate the non-Muslims’ overall
impact on the war effort. On the other hand, it prompted them to expand these
relatively limited sentiments to all the empire’s ethno-religious communities.
In the Unionists’ minds, significant socioeconomic 